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'You can have a 
great product, but if 
you don't have the 
business acumen to 
tull it off, you're 
not going to be 
successful' 
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The Business 
of Discovery 
By Bob Evancho 
glow-in-the-dark toilet 
seat was not exactly 
what Jim Steinfort had 
in mind when he was 
hired to do invention 
assessments for the 
Idaho Business and 
Economic Develop-
ment Center. But as di-
rector of lBEDC's Technical and Industrial 
Extension Service, he is occasionally asked 
to evaluate contraptions that probably have 
- to put it politely - questionable market-
ability. 
Steinfort and his program are among the 
many services offered to Idaho's inventors 
by lBEDC, which is administered by the 
Boise State University College of Business. 
The goal of the services is to link the techno-
logical and business expertise of IBEDC 
consultants like Steinfort and Dick Miller 
with Idaho inventors who possess skills in 
one area of the innovation process but may 
need help in another. 
While Steinfort, whose more than 30 years' 
experience includes six years with NASA's 
Manned Spacecraft Center, can provide in-
vention/innovation assessment and other 
services from a technological standpoint, 
Miller and his colleagues in the lBEDC's 
small business development division can 
offer business advice. 
In the case of the lady with the lighted 
toilet seat, Steinfort diplomatically suggested 
she "reconsider the viability" of her product. 
This union of business, technology and 
discovery can help Idaho's inventors -
many of whom don't know or care about the 
business end of the process - through the 
long and often vexing journey of marketing 
a product. "By nature they like to putter and 
are not interested in business aspects," says 
Miller. 
Steinfort agrees: Although his focus is on 
product development, he points out that all 
the technological know-how in the world 
won't manufacture and sell an invention 
without a sound business plan. In other words, 
developing a technology or invention that 
works is only half the battle. "You can have 
a great product," Steinfort says, "but if you 
don't have the business acumen to pull it off, 
you're not going to be successful." 
Assuming they've come up with a worth-
while gizmo, inventors and innovators must 
be prepared to navigate the many obstacles 
en route to commercializing their product. 
They can tinker till the cows come home, but 
eventually they will need to assemble a for-
mal business plan because the bottom line is, 
of course, the bottom line. 
"The obvious key is to determine the 
product's potential market demand," says 
Miller. The inventor, he suggests, must de-
termine if enough people will buy his inven-
tion at a price that will yield a profit. "If the 
demand isn't there, then there's no need to 
take it any further," he continues. "It doesn't 
matter whether or not it works, it makes no 
sense to spend time and money if it won't 
sell. If it is worth pursuing, there are some 
things we can do to help." 
Among those "things" are referrals to 
further develop the product. Some of the 
We know we are 
not all things 
to all people. 
However ... Things thaI mailer 
to people who run cost-efficient companies matter to us, too. 
Low taxes. A work force with high ethics. UJw cost of living. 
Low housing costs. Low air/ground transiX'rtation costs. 
Our points of difference. 
Our community. Our local 
symphonies. An exceptional 
community college. High 
educational standards. A 
museum of anthropology and 
art. Our natural resources. 
Spring. Summer. Fal1.Winter. 
We know we are nOi for 
everyone. We specialize in 
providing a home for small. 
mjd~size companies. People 
who want their families and 
employees to enjoy the quality of life. People who care about 
their environment and their community. People who pride them-
selves on creativity, progress. and a productive life. 
People like you. 
For further information, contact Dave McAlindin 
The Economic Development Office, Twin Falls City Hall, 
P.O. Box 1907, Twin Falls , Idaho 83303, (208) 736-2240 Fax (208) 736-2296 
Tw in Falls-Idaho 
refe"o" au (0 SlOin!orl and Iti< 
"'phi'licaled network of dl ta 
b . .. , . which inclnde, .ceo" 10 
NASA techool"J)' 100 more ,h.n 
}(Xl fedcrol reoe.rd 000 devel,,!,-
mont I.bo. Another """"'""," Miller 
" Y', ;" invention cnlualioo se,· 
vice •. One ",,,h ""!'ire that he of· 
leO rerommcnd, is tbe Wa,h~­
[on SIMe Un;.",";ty InyenlionAi-
.....,.mCenterinPulhn.n. Wash .. 
",hid> will conduct. 32-pointevall>-
.liO!l for .bout $U5. 
Dc. pile the :Ie"-'«' that the 
lBEDC provide •. Miller and 
Slcinlort On: quick tu point out 
I 
thaI only . ""aU pa<enlo.,¢ 01 the"" ide .. 
and invention .... ' m.al;e j, 10 morke!. " I'm 
"Olan "'pert, ""(I think j h"ve .prell)' gO<.<! 
idea of .... h.t is maoufoctufObJe ,tid ,.,hIIl .. 
CO<! pr""it>;ti.e," ""l" Stein/on, "We can 
. 10'0 11<1 P on i nvento< by doing. pOlenl ... r< h 
to detenni .. if his device .Ircody .';'U. If 
it'. olrcody boe n dOll. 100 infringe. 0<1 on· 
"'her p. ,eo" then •• c len him to bag il.oo ~ 
It<ook to Ill<: drawing boonl. " 
Woe ;nyeOlof /IIiels YounS;' even "",re 
direct aboullhe pilfalls of in'eIlling. "llhin!< 
it'. dan gem", 10 enoou"'ge people 10 i""etll 
because the ""'C('" ratIO i, '" "".11:' he 
-" Tu p'm'" his point, Yuon, points to the 
nalioo.l Rand 0 fi,m A,thu, D. Little, 
.. hidt ,ellill> him • • • c_oltont for inven· 
lion osse:;sm",,,, ff lhe company Ii\:.cs wbat 
it .. .., Young .. ys, il lIUlyseel tolic.= tho 
pr<><tUCl. The chances o[ maxlItj: the OUI, 
howner, are .Iim. ·AMhur 0. Little . ets 
about 600 lio.eolioo) ideas a yea,," Youn~ 
"'ys, "o.,.t of 1l'K=, 20 might look ~oo,1. and 
lhen they mi~bt comideT li""""iog. few of 
Ih""" 1 think iI'simporl.nt for ""yin.cn,,!' 
10 lnow lbal il i> not c,")' 10 comm<f<;aJize 
""",.lhinS· " 
TIle besl on"ironmenlto inte""le bu,"-
ne .. and di",,,,,e ry. says Y 0WIt- is lhe ""'l">-
rate .. 11 jog. U oIoouo.lel y. thai <Ioe;n't help 
. -
tbe ><>Iilary inven""" with limited ",,,,,,,,,,,. 
wbo Ihe TBEDCu' .... lIy .. 'o,h .. ·ith. Aotlthe 
vago';", of being • "".·man show in a com-
petil,,·c m.,kel "'" be "'1'«;"'lIy fm. t",,; ° g, 
")'1 Youo," 
"There i<n'1 m IICh in "eDling ~ on 001· 
,ide corporalioru." he .tal ... "And 1 ho.e 
lound it .ery annoyin& t 0 ~nd th' II here is 00 
way to talt to [corporate reoearch.,,). I've 
collod. o~i """'" at H .... len _Pac~Ofd to ,h"e 
our oxpeni><, but I co.n't get thr<Hlgh. I 
worked in Ihe industry lICt\ing."" I kno ... it', 
inleD'" and )'OU don't .-colly care to Ialk to 
anyone 00 the 00 [>ide, bullb.t le •••• a .ery 
'hin la),er of cr •• Ii.e peopl~ outside 01 ploc",. 
like U-P; it', • damn ""all group." 
Desr"te the frustr"",,,". Ihe 62-year-old 
H.",.,d , ,,,duate bas <!ooe 01( for hin,solf: 
be h .. been L"uW 12 patents ond liv •• com-
j"""blyoo the roy.ltie" of two of h;s ioven_ 
tion. and moy m.ke mOllq on 1"'0 more. 
YotlD~' •• Ll<tt3:> may be the .. ccption to 
!be difflCUlli", of mer~in~ disco>e1)' wilh 
bu,ine ... but J'OS'ibilitit. do exi'l fur 101-
eoted inventor,. sayo Renee UMDine 01 lhe 
t IlEDC, Who coordinate, .., onnuol inven-
tm" rooference ,ponsored ;n P"rt by llSU. 
" We've had four roofere",", aod they've 
cootinued to ",""," <he "'Y'. 'fly brioling 
Idaho in.-ent"", logethe', they are oble 10 
sh.,e ide .. ODd = the .. 'orbhol" _"" pro· 
~ranl' .. ·c ou.:r to .... '1 them in 
Iheir «nlu", .. . 
A bit of . reci""" YOIlItj; neVeT-
th ..... attend.d O!l< of the in""'-
to",' confe",,,,., . '[ 'm itneral ly 
not thrilled with tboI<e kind. of 
thinj;<, "",saY". "Ioven",.""ekind 
of like bermits, ..,d fo, I>e,mih 10 
gel lo~clher i. kind of oI ... tge. I 
,uppose for >On>e peopk: il mighl 
h .... be.n helplul." 
UMDine "vee, tltat the cooler-
elK. i, nOi fOT •• eryon •. ·In .... n-
Ion ore horn peopl. (0 identify: 
,he >0",.. '"lbey"Te _011 that will_ 
ing tocome fo,..,..,d and .. y .• Yeah, 
rm on in,,"otOT.' 1OCy're "cry P'opriet.ry 
oDd keep to Ihomsclves, i"-'l linkcring in 
lheir bo>emc nt oDd bopin,o; """"day to co"'" 
op "'ilh • pro..llk.1 Ihot'. inlpressi.e eOOll[\h 
to n,"rul, U', no! 1I"" Ihey'« oelliih, 001 
lhey're . froid """eon. migl,1 ta~e I ~.it idea 
and ,un with it." 
(}esr"te Y ouol:" ",..,rvatlom. Steinf"" 
ICC> pleoty of m<rit in the """fore""c."A 
~oy like Nicl> ""n help olher inveol""," he 
>11)'>- "1OCre .r<, • 101 ul of expert,. both 
'LLeod<~. and 'P"a~e", ",ho hove plenl)' of 
e"perli'" to ,~are." 
Sieiofoo and I "' M nine C<lOJ!; der this year" 
cooference, ""h lch "'", he 1<1 i 0 J une aod drew 
100·1:10 people. to be as""""". In art effort 
10 provide. fre'h aJl'l'mach for each roofer_ 
ence, the TBEDC hopu to mo .... tbe roofer· 
erlCe around tbe .I>te oDd «I.bli.,h a Ih.me 
for eooclt m""lin~ This Y"." ' conf<fcnce.IOI' 
cxampk:. locuoed on " Makin;; Eocrl\)' &: 
Oth., Mor~elable Prt><luclO Jrom Solid 
Wasle." and ne .. y.ar'. meelint i. ocltod-
ulod to he held in I~obo Falls ... ilh on It,'PL-
rel.l.d them< 
Li\:e it or"",. io .... nlo"" and innov",,,,, 
mlL'<t ,eoli .. that there ComelO 0 time when 
disco •• ry and bu.'; ""~, mu" m<'~., So I; n ker 
.w ay, Id.bo inventor>; j 0,1 .-. mom hcrwhcre 
to r;o WI>eD it cum .. IUne 10 toke caT<: of 
oosiO<. ... D 
• 
• 
